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One of the premises underlying,^is/tqvel is that an easy colloquial 
currency of language \^1| make the concerns, dilemmas and predica- 
ments of the Maharaj ' Kumar, Rana Sanga, and the others as real 
as anything we ourselves are caught in: a birth, divorce, death in 
our families; political intrigue, a national crisis, or a military con- 
frontation in the life of our nation. The idea was to use contem- 
porary idiom so long as the concepts we use today were available 
in the sixteenth century. For example, the measurement of time, 
theories of education, war strategies, music, the functioning of 
bureaucracy, etc. I was striving for immediacy, rather than some 
academic notion of fidelity, at best simulated. 
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Chapter 1 


l/he small causes court sits on Thursdays. When Father’s away 
I preside. There were fourteen plaints to be heard. I dealt with them 
all, albeit as the sun rose to the meridian and then crossed it, I 
became impatient. The seventh was the most interesting, perhaps 
because it was not about being done out of money or land but 
afforded a change of pace and a bit of humour. 

An old, bent dhobi, I would have sworn it was the same 
washerman who besmirched Sita’s name and obliged Lord Rama 
to banish her into the wilderness some two thousand years ago, was 
now casting aspersions on his wife’s virtue. 

‘She has a lover, maybe several,’ his voice was thick with chronic 
bronchitis and he had to clear his throat many times before he could 
speak. 

‘Do you?’ I asked his wife. She couldn’t have been more than 
sixteen or seventeen. How naive, or hypocritical, can one get in 
court? Did I really expect her to smile demurely and tell the court 
who she was sleeping with? 

1 was sitting in a small semi-hexagonal balcony which jutted out 
from die sheer rear wall of the palace my greatgrandfather Maharana 
Kumbha had built. She and the other litigants stood fifteen feet 
below. Her head was covered widr a green and yellow bandhani 
chunni which was tucked into die cleavage of her blouse. 1 was sure 
I had seen that chunni before. The sun got into her eyes when she 
raised her head to answer me. She bent forward and drew the silk 
covering her head down, to shield her eyes. Her ivory bangles, each 
bigger than die previous one, clattered down into the angle at her 
elbow. Her breasts, the colour of fine sand at Pushkar, were exposed 
for a brief second. I could feel Mangal’s eyes at the back of my neck. 
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